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Searching For The True 100th
By Maxine Wilhelm
Meridian
T h e  100th M e r id i a n  was  s u r v e y e d  o r  lo ca te d  at 
l east  e ig h t  t imes .  Bu t  it f i n a l l y  t o o k  a d e c re e  of  the  
U S. S u p r e m e  C o u r t  M a r c h  17, 1930 to  se t t le  the  
b o u n d a r y  d ispu te ,  by d e c l a r i n g  th e  last su rv ey  by 
G a nne t t  th e  t r u e  100th Mer id ia n .  It is said the  Texas  - 
O k l a h o m a  l ine  on  t he  w es t  is t h e  m o s t  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  
accu ra t e  b o u n d a r y  l ine in the  U n i te d  States.
Few of  us rea l i zed  th e  h is to ry  and  s to r ies  we  w o u l d  
u n c o v e r  w h e n  a g r o u p  of  i n t e re s t ed  p e o p le  s ta r ted  a 
sma l l  m u s e u m  in 1977 ca l led  th e  100th M e r id i a n  in 
Er i ck,  O k l a h o m a .  T h e  m u s e u m  has g r o w n  w i t h  the  
research  tha t  has been done.
Th e  h is to ry  of  th e  100th M e r id ia n  began  in 1803 
w i t h  t h e  p u r c h a s e  f r o m  F r a n c e  o f  t h e  L o u i s i a n a  
T e r r i t o r y  a n d  t h e  18 1 9  T r e a t y  w i t h  S p a i n .  T h e s e  
were  the  mo s t  i m p o r t a n t  s teps  in the  d e v e l o p m e n t  of 
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  as a n a t i o n ,  b o t h  i n v o l v e d  t h e  
100th Mer id ia n .  T h e  1803 l ines w ere  ind e f i n i te ,  but  
a p p a re n t l y  w en t  as far  wes t  as the  R o c k y  M o u n ta in s .  
But  the  1819 t rea ty  w i t h  Spa in  nam ed  the  100th 
M e r i d ia n  as b o u n d a r y  f r o m  the  Red River  to  the  
Ark ansas  River.
The  Miss issipp i  River and  its t r i bu ta r ies  cons t i tu ted
th e  m eans  of  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  in tha t  day,  an d  p r i o r  to  
thes e  t rea t ies  bo th  F ra nce  and  Spa in  had re fu sed  the  
U n i t e d  S ta t es  access  to  th e  M i ss iss ip p i  t h r o u g h  the  
N e w  O r le ans  e n t r a n c e  e x c e p t  by spec ia l  permi t .
T h e s e  t r ea t ies  w i t h  F ra nce  and  Spa in  spec i f i ed  
b o u n d a r i e s  of  the  L o u i s ia n a  Pu rchase ,  b e g i n n i n g  at 
th e  G u l f  of  M e x i c o ,  r u n n i n g  up th e  Sa b in e  R iver  to  
th e  32 n d  Paral le l ,  t h e n  n o r t h  to  th e  s o u t h  bank  of 
R e d  R i v e r ,  w e s t  a l o n g  t h e  R i v e r  t o  t h e  1 0 0 t h  
Mer id ia n ,  an d  f i n a l l y  n o r t h  to  th e  A rk a n s a s  River. 
T h e  b o u n d a r y  f o l l o w e d  th e  A rk a n s a s  to i ts source ,  
and  t h e n  b e c a m e  a w a v e r in g  l i ne  n o r t h  ac ro ss  w h a t  
is n o w  W y o m i n g  and  w es te rn  M o n t a n a  to  th e  49th 
para l le l  p res en t  b o u n d a r i e s  be tw e e n  C a n a d a  and  
U S A. wes t  to th e  Pac i f i c  Oce an .  T exas  at th i s  t i m e  
b e lo n g e d  to Spain.
L i e u t e n a n t  Z e b e l o n  P i k e  w a s  s e n t  in 180 6  to  
e x p l o r e  the  h e a d w a t e rs  of  the  A rk a n s a s  and  Red 
R i v e r s  w i t h  p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  l a t t e r .  He  
pene t ra te d  the  R o c k y  M o u n t a in s  w he re  the  Arkansas  
issues,  bu t  was  p reven ted  f r o m  e x p l o r in g  the  Red 
because  of  the  h o s t i l i t y  of  the  Span ia rds .  A par ty  
head ed  by C ap ta in  Spark s  p r o c e e d e d  by boa t  635
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mi les  u p t h e  Red River.  T h e y  w e re  s t o p p e d  b y a f o r c e  
o f  S p a n i a r d s  w h o  g a v e  t h e m  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  o f  
t u r n i n g  b ack  o r  be in g  f i re d  u p o n .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  we  
w e r e  i g n o r a n t  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  R e d  R i v e r  w h e n  
c o n d u c t i n g  t h e  n e g o t i a t i o n s  t h a t  r e s u l t e d  in  t h e  
t r e a t y  o f  F e b r u a r y  22, 1891, e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  b o u n ­
da r i es  b e t w e e n  t h e  L o u i s i a n a  P u r c h a s e  and  N e w  
Sp a in .  T h e  m a p  m a d e  by  J o h n  M e l i s h  in 1818 — 
p l a c in g  th e  100th M e r i d i a n  a fe w  mi les  east  of  t h e  
p re s e n t  l o c a t i o n  o f  Ft. Si l l  — w as  used  in pa r t  to  
i d e n t i f y  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s .  W h i l e  r a t i f i c a t i o n  w a s  
p e n d i n g  ( R a t i f i e d  Feb. 19, 1821),  M a j o r  S te p h e n  H. 
L o n g  a s c e n d e d  t h e  A r k a n s a s ,  an d  d e s c e n d e d  a r i ve r  
w h i c h  he t h o u g h t  to  be th e  Red River .  Bu t  at i ts 
m o u t h ,  e m e r g i n g  u p o n  t h e  A r k a n s a s  R i v e r ,  he  
r e a l i z e d  t h a t  he  h a d  d e s c e n d e d  t h e  C a n a d i a n  
ins tead .
In 1 8 2 4 ,  M e x i c o  a c h i e v e d  I n d e p e n d e n c e  f r o m  
Spa in ,  an d  in 1828 re a f f i r m e d  t h e  1819 bo u n d a r i e s .  
St i l l ,  t h e  U n i t e d  S ta tes d id  no t  k n o w  w h e r e  th e  u p p e r  
Red R iver  was  o r  w h a t  it was  l ike.
In 1852, C a p t a i n  R. B. M a r c y  a n d  C a p t a i n  G e o r g e  
B. M c C l e l l a n  e x p l o r e d  t h e  u p p e r  R e d  R i v e r .  It 
d e v e l o p e d  t h a t  th e r e  w e re  t w o  p r i n c i p l e  b r a nches ,  
e a c h  n e a r l y  t w o  h u n d r e d  m i l e s  in  l e n g t h .  T h e  
n o r t h e r n  o n e  r i s in g  n ea r  S an ta  Fe a n d  t h e  o t h e r  in 
t h e  L l a n o  E s t a c a d o  m o u n t a i n s  o f  N e w  M e x i c o ,  
a b o u t  75 mi les  s ou th .  T h e  100th M e r id ia n ,  as lo ca te d  
by C a p ta in  M c C le l la n  in 1852, was  a b o u t  s i x mi les 
e a s t  o f  t h e  f o r k s  o f  t h e  R e d  R i v e r s ,  a n d  w a s  
as c e r t a in e d  by th e  use of  a p o c k e t  c h r o n o m e t e r .  
T h is  s u r v e y  was  o n e  d e g r e e  of f ,  a b o u t  56 mi les  o f f  
t h e t r u e  100th Mer id ian.  Later, it was fo u n d  M cC le l la n ’s 
c h r o n o m e t e r  was  not  r u n n i n g  c o r r ec t l y .
T h e  q u e s t i o n  arose :  Did t h e  t rea t i es  i n te n d  th e  
S o u th  o r  t h e  N o r t h  F o rk  as t h e  b o u n d a r y  e x t e n d i n g  
to  the  100th M e r id i a n ?  W h e n  T e x a s  was  a d m i t t e d  to  
t h e U n i o n i n l  845, sh e  c l a i m e d  th e  land  b e t w e e n  th e  
f o r k s  e a s t  o f  t h e  M e r i d i a n ,  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  
c o n t e n d e d  th a t  th e  S o u t h  F o rk  was  t h e  ma in  s t r eam,  
and  th e  area a par t  o f  U n i te d  States  te r r i to r y .
In 1857, G o v e r n m e n t  s u r v e y o r s  h eaded  by J o h n  
H. C la rk  lo ca te d  th e  100 th  M e r id i a n  a b o u t  80 mi les 
wes t  o f  t h e  forks .  T h is  was  to  be t h e  l i ne  b e tw e e n  the  
T e x a s  P a n h a n d l e  a n d  t h e  C h o c t a w - C h i c k a s a w  
c o u n t r y .  T e x a s  a g a i n  c l a i m e d  t h e  M e r i d i a n  w a s  
m u c h  f a r t h e r  east !  A  c o n t r a c t  was  m a d e  w i t h  A. H. 
J o n e s a n d H . M . C .  B r o w n  to  f o l l o w  t h r o u g h  w i t h  th i s  
su rv e y  o f  th e  b o u n d a r y  l i nes  th e  s a m e  year .  T hese  
s u r v e y o r s  w e r e  b e t t e r  e q u i p p e d  t h a n  C a p t a i n  
M c C l e l l a n .  T h e i r  i n i t i a l  m a r k i n g  o f  t h e  1 0 0 t h  
M e r id ia n  was  set  on th e  N o r th  bank  of  th e  S o u th  
Fork  of  Red River,  th en  nor th ,  p la c in g  a m a r k in g  
every  mi le e n d i n g  19 mi les n o r t h  o f  th e  C a n a d i a n  
River.
In 1860, T e x a s  n a m e d  t h e  a rea o f  1 ,571,575 ac res  
( the  size of  the  S ta te  o f  D e la w are )  be tw e e n  th e  fo rks ,  
b o u n d e d  on  th e  w es t  by th e  100 th  M e r i d ia n ,  G re e r  
C oun ty .
O t h e r  s u r v e y s  o r  l o c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  100 th  M e r id i a n  
w e r e  d o n e  by  O. T. M o r re l l  in 1873, H. C. F. M a c  bush ,  
C. L. D u B o i s ,  a n d  E h u d  H. D ar l i n ,  1875.
In F e b ru a ry ,  1886, a j o i n t  T e x a s  C o m m i s s i o n  and  
t h e  U n i t e d  S ta t es  a s s e m b l e d  b u t  c o u l d  n o t  agree.  
T e x a n s  a n d  G r e e r  C o u n t y  s e t t l e r s  a s s e m b l e d  at 
M o b e e t ie ,  W h e e l e r  C o u n t y ,  T e x a s  la te r  t h e  sa m e  
y e a r  a n d  o r g a n i z e d  G r e e r  C o u n t y  w i t h  M a n g u m  the  
c o u n t y  seat.  C o u n t y  C o m m i s s i o n e r s  i m m e d i a t e l y  
s ta r te d  b u i l d i n g  a c o u n t y  jai l  at  a c o s t  o f  $11,000.
P re s i d e n t  C l e v e l a n d  i ssued  a p r o c l a m a t i o n  D e c ­
e m b e r ,  1 8 8 7 ,  d e c l a r i n g  t h e  d i s p u t e d  l a n d s  t o  be 
In d i a n  T e r r i t o r y  and  w a r n i n g  a g a i n s t  b u y i n g ,  se l l i n g  
o r  h o m e s t e a d i n g .  T h a t  w a s  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  w h e n  
C o n g r e s s  in M a y ,  1 8 9 0 ,  c r e a t e d  t h e  t e r r i t o r y  o f  
O k l a h o m a .  Su i t  was  b r o u g h t  in t h e  U n i t e d  S ta tes 
S u p r e m e  C o u r t  f o r  a d e t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  t i t l e  t o  G r e e r  
C o u n t y ,  w h i c h  a g a i n  t u r n e d  o n  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  
w h e t h e r t h e  No r th  o r t h e  S o u th  Fork  was  c o n te m p la t e d  
in t h e  1819 S p a n is h  T re a ty .
In 1892, P r o f e s s o r  P r i t c h e t t  l ef t  hi s s u r v e y  m a r k e r  
on  th e  100 th  M e r id i a n .  T h e  s a m e  y e a r  t h e  C h e y -  
e n n e - A r a p a h o  a rea w as  o p e n  fo r  w h i t e  s e t t l e m en t ,  
w h i c h  a d d e d  s ix  c o u n t i e s  to  O k l a h o m a  T e r r i to r y ,  
i n c l u d i n g  R o g e r  M i l l s  a n d  D a y  ( n o w  E l l i s ) ,  b o t h  
b o r d e r i n g  t h e  100th M e r id i a n .  A t  t h a t  t ime ,  R o g e r  
Mi l l s  e x t e n d e d  S o u t h  t o  th e  N o r t h  F o rk  o f  Red  River.  
T h e  c o u r t s  on  M a r c h  16, 1896, he ld  th a t  t h e  S o u th  
F o r k  w a s  t h e  m a i n  s t r e a m ,  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  G r e e r  
C o u n t y  was  a par t  o f  O k l a h o m a  T e r r i to r y .  In 1902, 
A r t h u r  K i d d e r  s u r v e y e d  a n o t h e r  l o c a t i o n  o n  t h e  
100 th  M e r id i a n .  T h e  da y  O k l a h o m a  b e c a m e  a state,  
N o v e m b e r  16, 1907, G r e e r  C o u n t y  w as  d i v id e d  in to  
s m a l l e r  c o u n t i e s .  T h e y  w e r e  J a c k s o n ,  G r e e r ,  
H a r m o n  and  B e c k h a m  f r o m  th e  N o r t h  F o rk  o f  Red 
R iver  sou th .  T h e  rest  of  B e c k h a m  was  ta k e n  f r o m  
R o g e r  Mi l l s  C o u n t y .  T h e  s q u a b b l e  o ve r  t h e  oi l  we l l s  
b e i n g  d r i l l e d  in th e  Red R ive r  bed  eas t  o f  t h e  f o r k s  
he lp ed  to  b r i ng  on  th e  su i t  in th e  S u p r e m e  C o u r t  fo r  
a f i na l  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  of  t h e  t r u e  100 th  M e r id i a n .  T h e  
c o u r t  a p p o i n t e d  S a m u e l  S. G a n n e t t ,  G e o d e t i c  and  
A s t r o n o m i c  En g in ee r ,  to  run ,  locate,  a n d  m a r k  the  
b o u n d a r y  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  s t a t e s .  M r .  G a n n e t t  
l o c a te d  th e  i n t e r s e c t io n  of  th e  100th M e r i d ia n ,  w i th  
t h e  S o u t h  F o rk  o f  Red River,  a n d  p l a c e d  his f i rs t  
m o n u m e n t  on  th e  S o u t h  bank .  He  th e n  ran t h e  l ine 
no r t h ,  a n d  f o u n d  it to  pass  340 .28  fee t  eas t  o f  th e  
K idde r  mark ing ,  and  4040 feet east of  the  J o n e s - B r o w n  
m o n u m e n t .  T h e  l i n e  w a s  t h e n  c o n t i n u e d  t o  i t s 
i n te rs e c t io n  w i t h  36 d e g re es  30 m i n u t e s  para l le l ,  a 
d i s t a n c e  o f  133.6 m i les  f r o m  t h e  s o u t h  ba n k  o f  Red 
R iver  to  th e  s o u t h  l ine of  t h e  O k l a h o m a  pa n h a n d le .  
G a n n e t t  w o r k e d  f r o m  1927 t h r o u g h  1929, m o s t l y  at 
n i g h t  to  avo id  th e  ab e r r a t i on  of  hea t  waves.  O ne  
h u n d r e d  a n d  s i x t y  c o n c r e t e  m a r k e r s  w i t h  b r a s s  
b e n c h m a r k s  o n  t o p  w e r e  s p a c e d  a l o n g  t h e  n e w  
survey.
T w o  men f r o m  Er ick  he lp ed  w i t h  th e  su rvey ;  t h e y  
w e re  M i lo  an d  C l i f f o r d  S i m m o n d s .  Mr. G a n n e t t  gave
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th e m  o n e  o f  th e  e x t ra  b e n c h m a r k s  th a t  w as  le f t  f r o m  
th e s u rv e y .  It is n o w  in th e  m u s e u m  a lo n g  w i th  le t te rs  
of r e c o m m e n d a t io n  f r o m  Mr. G a n n e t t .
F r o m  th e  t r e a t y  o f  1 8 1 9 ,  t h e  b o u n d a r y  w a s  
e s ta b l is h e d ,  b u t  i t t o o k  th e  c o m b in e d  e f fo r t s  o f th e  
U.S., th e  R e p u b l ic  o f  Texas ,  a n d  la te r  th e  s ta tes  of 
T e x a s  a n d  O k l a h o m a  o v e r  1 0 0  y e a r s  t o  a c t u a l l y  
loca te  and  m a rk  th e  100 th  M e r id ia n .
S o m e  o f  t h e  m e t h o d s  u s e d  t o  m a r k  t h e  1 0 0 th  
M e r id i a n  l i n e  d u r i n g  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  s u r v e y s  w e r e  
ca rv in g  o n  trees , c a rv in g  on  ro cks ,  m o u n d s  o f  ea r th  
w ith  c h a r re d  s takes  in th e  c e n te r ,  p i le s  o f ro cks ,  and  
c o n c r e t e  m a r k e r s  w i t h  t h e  b r o n z e  ( b e n c h m a r k )  
eng ra v in g s .
It is in te re s t in g  to  k n o w  a l i t t le  a b o u t  h o w  th e  last 
su rvey  by Mr. G a n n e t t  w as  d o n e . He used  a m e th o d  
k n o w n  as “ G e o d e t i o  T r i a n g u l a t i o n . ”  H e  s e le c t e d  
sites lo c a te d  on  h i l l to p s  a b o u t  f ive  to  ten  m i les  apart .  
T he  s i te s  w e re  lo c a te d  on  e i th e r  s id e  o f  th e  100th  
M e r id ia n  a lo n g  th e  e n t i re  le n g th  o f th e  O k la h o m a -  
Texas b o rd e r .  A ta l l  w o o d e n  to w e r  a b o u t  te n  to  th i r t y  
feet ta l l  w as e re c te d  at each  s ite. F ro m  each  s ite, at 
least th re e  to w e rs  w e re  v is ib le .  T h e  a n g le s  b e tw e e n  
each o f th e  to w e rs  w e re  m e a su re d  us in g  a th e o d o l i te .  
M e a s u re m e n ts  w e re  ta k e n  at n ig h t  to  re d u c e  o p t ic a l  
a b e r ra t io n s  o f  heat waves. C o m m u n ic a t io n  b e tw e e n  
t o w e r s  w a s  d o n e  w i t h  s i g n a l  l i g h t s  u s i n g  M o r s e  
co d e  T h e  d is ta n c e  b e tw e e n  s o m e  o f  th e  s i tes  had  to  
be m e a su re d  w i th  sp e c ia l  s tee l tapes , th e  m e a s u re d  
d is ta n c e  b e tw e e n  tw o  s i tes  w as c a l le d  a "b a s e  l in e . ”
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E ach  t r ia n g le  in th e  g r id  m u s t  c o n ta in  a " b a s e  l in e . ”  
F ro m  th is  d a ta  th e  g e o d e t ic  la t i tu d e  a n d  lo n g i t u d e  o f 
a n y  s i te  c o u ld  be c a lc u la te d .
A s e p a ra te  o b s e rv a t io n  o f  seve ra l  s ta rs  w as  m a d e  
at s o m e  o f  th e  s ites . T h e  a s t r o n o m ic  la t i tu d e  and  
lo n g i t u d e  w as  d e te r m in e d  fo r  th e  s ite . A l t h o u g h  th e  
d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  g e o d i t ic  p o s i t io n  a n d  th e  
a s t r o m o n ic  p o s i t io n  is th e  d e p le c t io n  o f  th e  ve r t ica l ,  
b o th  se ts  o f  da ta  a re  used  to  im p ro v e  th e  a c c u ra c y  o f 
m e a s u re d  lo c a t io n  o f  th e  sites.
H a v in g  e s ta b l is h e d  th e  p o s i t io n  o f  e a c h  o f  th e  
t r ia n g u la t io n  s i tes  a c c u ra te ly ,  th e  100 th  M e r id ia n  
c o u ld  be c a lc u la te d  and  th e n  m e a s u re d  f r o m  the  
t r ia n g u la t io n  s ites . T h e  G a n n e t t  s u rv e y  lo c a te d  th e  
100 th  M e r id ia n  to  a p p r o x im a te ly  o n e  fo o t  o f i ts t r u e  
p o s i t io n .
T h e  s e t t l e r s  a l o n g  th e  s o u t h w e s t e r n  M e r i d i a n  
s o m e t im e s  l ived  in Texas, In d ia n  T e r r i to r y ,  G re e r  
C o u n ty  Texas ,  O k la h o m a  T e r r i to r y ,  and  O k la h o m a  
w i th o u t  eve r m o v in g .  W h e n  T e xa s  c la im e d  th e  land , 
O k la h o m a  s e t t le rs  s o m e t im e s  had to  c le a r  th e i r  t i t le s  
by b u y in g  ba ck  th e  s t r ip  o f land  fo r  $1.25 pe r  acre. 
T exas  ke p t  1 /16  o f  th e  m in e ra l  r ig h ts .  S in c e  m o n e y  
w as so s c a rc e  it w as a rea l h a rd s h ip  fo r  th e  se t t le rs .  
M a n y  c o u l d  n o t  p a y  t h e  p r i c e ,  a n d  t h e  l a p la n d  
(o v e r la p  in to  Texas ) land  th a t  m a n y  h o m e s te a d e d  
was so ld  to  o the rs .  ■
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"Crowing by Helping Others Crow'’
W e s t v i e w  W i n t e r  I 9 8 8 35
